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Preface
Since 1992, The Joint Commission on Hospital Accreditation (The Joint Commission) has required every accredited hospital to have a mechanism to handle ethical concerns within its institution. For the most part, hospitals across America satisfy this requirement in policy by constituting an institutional Healthcare Ethics Committee (HEC). Physicians, nurses, administrators, social workers, chaplains, community volunteers, and others populate these committees. Yet, by their own admission, many of these individuals, while well intentioned and personally invested, have neither training in ethics nor have the tools at their disposal to aid in their ethical considerations. Even more basically, most do not really know what constitutes an ethical consideration. So, while these individuals are the ones both medical professionals and patients turn to for ethical insight into the complexities of medical decisionmaking, they themselves recognize that they are under-prepared to handle the depth and complexity of many moral problems raised by health care. It is within this context that we offer this book. The purpose of this text is to serve as a primer for members of HECs regarding the three main roles that comprise the function of an HEC: consultation, policy, and education. The book is intended to provide material to aid in educating the many different persons who find themselves confronted with ethically challenging medical situations by virtue of being members of some HECs.
To facilitate attaining this goal, we have invited leaders in the field of ethics to author chapters in their areas of expertise. Chapters are directed at educated individuals who are either new members of HECs or who seek to solidify their knowledge on a particular topic. Importantly, the chapters herein are not surveys of the topic in general, but rather are targeted specifically to members of HECs. For example, the chapter on advance care planning (Chapter 11) does not go into detail about forms, conversation partners, and other features of advance directives, but rather describes the ways in which HEC members may encounter ethical concerns about advance directives and other aspects of end-of-life planning in their work.
Further, in order to make the material as accessible as possible, we have oriented each chapter around a consistent format. Every chapter opens with a set of objectives, then proceeds to a case or series of cases, followed by key content, and concluding with questions for discussion. We would like to take a moment to explain these features: 1. Objectives: Objectives for each chapter were negotiated between the editors and the chapter authors. When possible, we used objectives suggested in the Education Guide for Improving Competencies in Clinical Ethics Consultation (2009) published by the Clinical Ethics Education Task Force of the American Society for Bioethics and Humanities (ASBH). However, since this guide is directed exclusively at ethics consultation, many objectives were altered or authored with a broader committee charge in mind. Nevertheless, faithfulness to the work of the ASBH Task Force lends legitimacy and standardization to the topics and approaches contained herein.
